728                              THEORIES OF WEALTH

Rodbertus accepted the iron law of wages, holding that the
producer received merely what was sufficient for his own
maintenance and for the raising of his family. And since every
improvement in the methods of production meant an increase
of the worker's output, it was clear that labour's share -of the
total produce must be continually dwindling. Here was the
explanation of recurring commercial crises. Employers were
constantly increasing their output of the goods which labourers
consumed, while the latter were given a diminishing share of
the total output with which to purchase those goods. In this
part of his doctrine Rodbertus drew very near to Marx.

He acknowledged that under the existing system many
property owners had earned their right of possession, and he
realized that the full-fledged socialist would have to meet
the uncompromising opposition of most of these people in
promoting his schemes of expropriation. He therefore des-
paired of abolishing private property immediately. He accepted
what has in recent years been termed 'the inevitability of
gradualness'. The process would be evolutionary. But some-
thing might be done at once to soften down the worst features
of the existing system, and he proposed to commence by attack-
ing freedom of contract, particularly of the wage contract.
He framed a plan for the issue by the State to each employer
of a number of wage coupons in return for which he would
be compelled to supply a definite quantity of commodities.
The workers would be paid in wage coupons and would use
them to purchase commodities from State shops. The number
of wage coupons issued would be determined by estimating
the total value of the product of labour and by deciding how
much of that total labour ought to receive. From time to time
revised estimates would be made, so that labour could be given
a share in any improvement in production which might occur.
Thus, in place of a remuneration determined by free com-
petition, the workers would receive under State control some-
thing approaching more nearly to their just reward. This was a
compromise designed to remove the worst evils of the capitalist
system pending the time when all unearned income would